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Project Objectives and Methodology

Objectives

 Explore Virginia small business employers’ awareness, 

understanding and needs related to a Virginia Health Benefits 

Exchange (HBE)

 Inform the design of subsequent research – a survey of Virginia 

small business employers

This focus group research is part of a two phase research project:

Phase 1: Focus groups for exploration of concepts and 

input into survey research questions

Phase 2: Survey to quantitatively measure participants’ 

attitudes, perceptions and preferences
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Project Objectives and Methodology

Methodology

 Eight focus groups conducted  in four cities with health care 

decision makers in small businesses with and without health 

insurance

Virginia Small Business Health Care Decision Maker Focus Groups

Research Configuration

Richmond

6-21-11

Roanoke

6-22-11

Fairfax

6-28-11

VA Beach

6-29-11
Total

Small businesses with health

insurance
1 1 1 1 4

Small businesses without health 

insurance
1 1 1 1 4

Total 2 2 2 2 8
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Project Objectives and Methodology

Methodology (cont’d)

 Screening criteria:

− Companies with 2-100 employees – most with less than 50

o Companies with health insurance typically larger – 10-50 employees

o Companies without health insurance smaller – majority had <10 employees

− Involved in decision making regarding health insurance in their companies

− Companies without health insurance – must have investigated insurance 

coverage in the last 2 years

− Mix of industry types
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Project Objectives and Methodology

Methodology (cont’d)

 Group content

− Exploratory discussion of participants’ experiences with and attitudes about 

health insurance for their businesses

− Discussion of Health Benefits Exchange (HBE) concept statement

− Ranking of key HBE attributes

− Preferences for HBE Board membership

− Interest in participating in a Virginia HBE 
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Health Insurance for Small Businesses – Experiences and 

Perceptions

 Participants who offer health insurance reported high satisfaction

− They take pride in providing this benefit

− Perceive it as advantage in attracting and retaining employees

− Feel that coverage is adequate

 Participants who do not offer health insurance were often 

dissatisfied

− Frustrated they could not afford it

− In some cases, dissatisfied because they personally were not covered

− In a few cases, frustrated because employees were unreceptive when 

insurance had been offered

− Close to a third were satisfied – most frequently, their employees were covered 

by spouses’ insurance; a few had uninterested workers
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Health Insurance for Small Businesses - Experiences and 

Perceptions (cont’d)

 Participants in both groups expressed common dissatisfaction

− Cost – perception that small businesses are overcharged

− Complexity of insurance

− Lack of choice – across markets, but particularly in VA Beach
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Health Insurance for Small Businesses - Experiences and 

Perceptions (cont’d)

 Perceptions of employee satisfaction varied

− Participants paying all/most of employees’ premiums perceived high employee 

satisfaction

− Those paying less and those offering high deductible or high copay plans were 

less certain

 Perceived drivers of employee dissatisfaction included:

− Confusion or lack of understanding regarding coverage

− Change in company’s insurance provider

− Increase in premiums and out of pocket costs
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Health Insurance for Small Businesses - Experiences and 

Perceptions (cont’d)

 Participants identified barriers to offering insurance

− Cost

o Substantial yearly premium increases

o High premiums for small groups (sensitive to health and age of individual workers)

− Insurance providers uninterested in small business customers – take it or leave 

it attitude

− Benefits complicated to choose, administer and explain
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Health Insurance for Small Businesses - Experiences and 

Perceptions (cont’d)

 Some features of the ideal small business insurance plan 

(identified by those not currently offering insurance)

− Affordable premiums

− Reasonable deductibles

− Good prescription drug plan

− Better insurance rates for health improvement (e.g., reduced cholesterol, weight 

loss)

− Vision and dental coverage

− Emphasis on preventive care – including coverage of preventive services
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HBE Concept

Initial Reaction

 There was virtually no familiarity with the Health Benefits 

Exchange (HBE) concept

– Across groups, 3 - 5 participants had heard the term

– One participant (of 69) was familiar with it

 Participants’ initial response was mixed:

− Curiosity and interest – perceived HBE as potential way to lower costs

− Suspicion – some perceived HBE as part of health care reform, which was 

threatening or negative; others perceived it as “just another government 

program”

− Uncertainty

− Confusion – particularly among some of the smaller businesses not currently 

providing health insurance to employees

All participants perceived the HBE to be complex. All wanted more 

information to understand how the HBE will affect them and their 

business.
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HBE Concept

Questions and Information Needs

 HBE structure and administration

– Who will run the HBE – public or private?

– Who will sell insurance policies – the government, private insurance 

companies?

– What will the HBE cost and how will it be funded? Will it have high 

administrative costs?

 Role of government in the HBE

− How is the HBE related to health care reform and how will that affect my 

business? A source of concern for participants of all political views; went 

beyond the HBE concept

− What is the role of the federal government and Virginia state government? Will 

they run it, regulate it, advise and support it, etc.?

− Will the HBE be tax funded?
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HBE Concept

Questions and Information Needs (cont’d)

 The HBE and small business health insurance affordability

– Participants assumed – although it was not mentioned in the HBE concept 

statement – that the HBE is intended to make health insurance more affordable 

for small businesses

 A number thought that the HBE would create one large insurance pool which would 

lower costs

 A number were also concerned with the concept statement’s mention of elimination of 

health status underwriting – they feared this would raise costs for everyone

 HBE for small businesses and consumers

− How can the HBE function for both small business and consumers? Participants 

had difficulty  understanding how this would work

− More generally, participants were confused about the mention of the dual HBE 

goals of making insurance affordable for small businesses and for low income 

consumers
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HBE Concept

Questions and Information Needs (cont’d)

 Coverage levels offered in the HBE

– A number of participants were deeply confused by the mention of four 

coverage level – in many cases they had difficulty formulating questions 

beyond “what does this mean?”

– Others, who could grasp the coverage level concept, could not understand the 

description of a percentage of the cost of service that the average person can 

expect to incur

 Employer requirements

– Will employer participation in the HBE be voluntary or mandatory?

– Will employee participation be voluntary or mandatory?

– Will employers choose plans to be offered or will employees select their own 

plans?

– Will there be any administrative or regulatory requirements for small 

businesses that participate?
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Health Benefits Exchange Features

 Participants were presented with nine HBE features and asked to 

identify the most important. Features included:

– One-stop web site portal with comparison plan information

– Toll-free hotline to answer questions

– Navigators to explain your options, with no financial interest in which plan you 

select

– Allow licensed producers – agents and brokers – to be Navigators in the HBE

– Personal cost calculator, to estimate your out of pocket costs with each plan

– Tax credit/Subsidy/Public program eligibility determination

– Set objective standards and then allow all plans that meet the standards to sell 

inside the HBE

– Screen all qualified health plans and pick a select few that will be allowed to 

sell inside the HBE

– Rank all qualified health plans by cost and quality and publish the rankings for 

all to see
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Health Benefits Exchange Features (cont’d)

 Most frequently chosen as one of the three most important 

features (two-thirds of participants):

– Rank all qualified health plans by cost and quality and publish the rankings for 

all to see

 Other frequently chosen features (half of participants):

– Personal cost calculator, to estimate your out of pocket costs with each plan

– Navigators to explain your options, with no financial interest in which plan you 

select (note that the term Navigator was confusing to some)

– One-stop web site portal with comparison plan information
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Health Benefits Exchange Features (cont’d)

 In discussion, overwhelming majority preferred…

Set objective standards and then allow all plans that meet the 

standards to sell inside the HBE

to

Screen all qualified health plans and pick a select few that will be 

allowed to sell inside the HBE

– Participants wanted maximum choice to assure their particular needs are met

– They distrusted motives of whatever entity would pick the select plans
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Health Benefits Exchange Features (cont’d)

 In discussion, every group was divided over…

Allow licensed producers – agents and brokers – to be Navigators 

in the HBE

– Some participants, many of  whom had positive experiences with brokers, 

thought their expertise would be important in helping choose the best plan for a 

business

– Others were skeptical of whether any broker could be truly objective – they 

were concerned about broker compensation and whether insurance 

companies they represented would sell in the HBE

– Some preferred broker participation because they thought it would be 

expensive to train Navigators otherwise



page 23

Agenda

Project Objectives and Methodology

Health Insurance for Small Businesses – Experiences and Perceptions

Health Benefits Exchange Concept

Health Benefits Exchange Features

Health Benefits Exchange Board Membership

Final View of the HBE

Next Steps

Questions



page 24

Health Benefits Exchange Board Membership

 Participants thought the HBE Board should be a mix of consumers 

and providers of health insurance and health care

– Participants thought the Board should be comprised primarily of small business 

representatives, consumers and consumer organization representatives – the 

users of the HBE.  Some also saw a non-dominant role for large employers

– Physicians, nurses, health actuaries and health economists were seen by 

many as important

– Inclusion of insurance, hospital and drug company executives was a subject of 

debate – some thought their knowledge and perspective were important, others 

were concerned that they would focus on advancing industry and company 

interests

– There was also disagreement about including elected and appointed state 

officials – participants thought this might politicize the Board
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Final View of the Health Benefits Exchange

 Participants were interested in the HBE, in spite of questions, 

skepticism and some negativity

– Possibility of lower health insurance costs was compelling – reflected current 

frustration and financial stress

– Hope that the HBE will lower premiums was balanced versus the feared 

consequences of eliminating health status underwriting

– Some doubted, and a few rejected, the HBE concept because of its relationship 

to government generally and to health care reform in particular

– A few resisted the concept because they believe it does not address the real 

causes of increasing health care costs – increases in the cost of medical care, 

including hospital, physician and drug costs.
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Next Steps

 Survey of Virginia health insurance decision makers in Virginia 

businesses

– Telephone survey

– 2000 completed interviews

– Companies with 1 - 499 employees

– Interview target – individual involved in decisions regarding health insurance for 

their business

 Survey schedule

– Data gathering – mid July through mid August

– Reporting – September

– Update at September Advisory Council meeting
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